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Abstract

In 2003, the discovery of a Sogdian tomb in the historic city of Chang’an opened a
new horizon for researchers studying cultural exchanges and Zoroastrian eschatological
beliefs. This tomb, belonging to Wirkak, a leader of a trade caravan, and his wife,
Wiyusi, contains eleven stone panels, four of which directly depict concepts related
to individual end in Zoroastrian eschatology. These panels illustrate the fate of the
soul after death, providing a pictorial interpretation of Zoroastrian teachings within a
Sino-Sogdian context. Despite previous studies, the details of these panels have not
been comprehensively analyzed from a Zoroastrian eschatological perspective, and
some existing interpretations require reassessment. Employing a text-image analysis
approach, this article examines the eighth to the eleventh panels of Wirkak’s tomb and,
by drawing on the Avesta and Middle Persian Zoroastrian texts, seeks to elucidate the
visual representations of eschatological concepts in this artwork.

Keywords: Zoroastrian Eschatology, Individual End, Fate of The Soul, Wirkak’s Tomb,
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Introduction

The belief in life after death, resurrection (MP rist-axeéz), and the fate of the soul is
one of the fundamental doctrines of Zoroastrianism, profoundly shaping its theological
framework. In this tradition, the soul’s destiny after death is significant not only from a
moral perspective but also from a cosmic standpoint.

According to the Avesta, after death, ' each individual’s soul must cross the Cinwad
bridge (MP ¢inwad / Av. Cinuuatd porstu-) and undergo judgment. This judgment is
based on the person’s good and bad deeds in earthly life, determining whether the soul
ascends to paradise (MP wahist) or descends into hell (MP dusox) (Skjerve, 2011:
330). Furthermore, Zoroastrians believe in the concept of Daéna as the personification
of one’s deeds, which serves as a guide for the soul in the afterlife journey (Skjerve,
2011: 326; HN. 20-2.15). These concepts underscore the deep connection between the
belief in postmortem reward and punishment and the moral order of the universe in
Zoroastrianism.

Zoroastrian eschatological teachings can be examined on two levels of “the end”: 2

1. Individual: This includes the fate of the soul after death, the judgment of souls,
the designation of the righteous (MP ahlaw) and sinful (MP winahgar) souls, and the
reception of reward (MP padasn) or punishment (MP padifrah), determined by one’s
earthly deeds.

2. Cosmic: This encompasses the cycle of millennia, the emergence of saviors,
frasd.koroti- (YAv.), ® the destruction of Ahriman (MP ahreman), and the restoration
of creation by Ahura Mazda, marking the ultimate fate of the universe (Skjerve, 2011:
340-1; D. 5.8/8).

This study places particular emphasis on analyzing these two levels of Zoroastrian
eschatology, as the central objective of the paper is to demonstrate that four specific
panels in Wirkak’s tomb explicitly reference the concept of individual end. This analysis
not only enhances our understanding of the religious content of these panels but also

sheds light on their role in the cultural interactions between Iran and China.

The Tomb of Wirkak and Its Place in Sino-Sogdian Art

The tomb of Wirkak and his wife, discovered in 2003 in Chang’an, the ancient capital
of China, is one of the most significant examples of cultural interaction between Iran,
Sogdiana, and China in Late Antiquity (Fig. 1).

This tomb, belonging to Wirkak (Sogd. wyrk’k), also known by the titles Sabao
(W %) and Shi jin (32 #), a leader of a trade caravan, and his wife Wiyusi (Sogd.
wy’wsyh, Kangshi ¢ [X), was constructed in 580 CE. Its overall design was influenced
by traditional Chinese architectural styles. Above the entrance, a bilingual (Sogdian-
Chinese)® inscription provides information about Wirkak’s life and social status. The
couple passed away in 579 CE, just one month apart, ® and their children’ built this stone

tomb in their honor.
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Fig. 1: The Sarcophagus of Wirkak and Wiyusi, Chang’an, 580 CE, ©X1’an béwﬁyué‘mﬁ ﬁfﬁ% lﬁ:“
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The stone panels of this tomb narrate the life and death of Wirkak and Wiyusi, but its
final four panels uniquely focus on the fate of the soul after death. These panels incorporate
elements of Zoroastrian eschatology, likely reflecting Iranian religious teachings within
a Sino-Sogdian cultural setting. They serve as evidence of the influence of Zoroastrian
beliefs among the Sogdians who had settled in China and illustrate how these concepts

were translated into the visual and symbolic language of their funerary art.

The Role of the Sogdians in China and Its Connection to Wirkak’s Tomb
From the 3rd to the 8th century CE, the Sogdians played a crucial role in China’s
economic, cultural, and religious developments. They established extensive trade
networks along the Silk Road and settled in key locations such as Chang’an, Luoyang,
and Dunhuang (Wertmann, 2015: 22-5). However, their influence extended beyond
commerce; as cultural intermediaries, they significantly shaped Chinese society. The
Sogdian language became the lingua franca of the Silk Road, and Sogdians actively
participated in translating Buddhist and Manichaean religious texts into Chinese.
Additionally, they played a key role in introducing and spreading Zoroastrianism
in China. Inscriptions from the Tang dynasty (J#, 618-690, 705-907 CE) refer to
Zoroastrianism as Xianjido (#K#{) or Baihudjido (FF-K#{), suggesting that Sogdians
were instrumental in its transmission (Ibid: 25-6).

During the Northern Dynasties (439—586 CE) and the Tang dynasty, some Sogdians
even attained official government positions. In this period, the title Sabdo (§& fx), derived
from the Sogdian word Sartapaw (s’rtp’w) and the Sanskrit Sarthavaha (A1ETE) (B.
4, 13), was used to designate leaders of Sogdian communities in China. In Buddhist
texts, this term refers to one of the twenty-two companions of the Buddha and, in
Mahayana Buddhism (HEIM), denotes a “caravan leader” (LPS. 1, 33; Ma. 8, 114).
These individuals not only managed trade caravans but also oversaw certain religious
and social affairs of the Sogdian diaspora (Wertmann, 2015: 24).

Architecturally, Sogdian tombs in China especially those from the Northern Dynasties
period exemplify the fusion of Iranian and Chinese architectural traditions. While they
retained elements of Zoroastrian funerary practices, they also adapted to Chinese artistic
and cultural influences. The stone sarcophagi used in these tombs were modeled after
traditional Chinese houses, with roofs inspired by local architectural styles.

Wirkak’s tomb is among the most significant examples of Sogdian funerary
architecture in China, closely resembling other tombs from this period and reflecting

the religious and cultural identity of the Sogdian community (Miiller, 2009: 127-137).

Research Significance and Gaps in Scholarship
Scholars have previously attempted to analyze some of the concepts depicted in the
panels of Wirkak’s tomb within the framework of Zoroastrian beliefs, and in many

cases, they have correctly identified Zoroastrian elements in these reliefs. However,
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the interpretation of these images based on Zoroastrian texts requires a more precise
reassessment. Some studies have linked these depictions to Manichaean beliefs, yet
a fundamental question arises: how can a soul that ultimately enters the Zoroastrian
paradise be expected to pass through stages derived from Manichaean doctrines? This
assumption appears inconsistent with Middle Persian Zoroastrian texts, particularly
Chapter Sixteen of the Skand Gumanig Wizar, which explicitly critiques and rejects
Manichaean teachings. Therefore, a thorough analysis of these panels through the lens
of Zoroastrian doctrine without incorporating Manichaean elements is essential, and
this study aims to address this need.

Moreover, while Wirkak’s tomb was constructed in China an aspect that undoubtedly
influenced its cultural features and led to the incorporation of certain local and religious
elements there is strong evidence that the four panels examined in this research directly
reference Zoroastrian concepts and motifs. For this reason, the present study seeks to
interpret these panels based strictly on Zoroastrian texts, ensuring that non-Zoroastrian

elements do not overshadow their intended meaning.

Research Objective

This article, employing a text-image analysis approach, examines the eighth to the
eleventh panels (Fig. 2) of Wirkak tomb and seeks to demonstrate how these panels
visually depict the concept of individual end in Zoroastrian eschatology. To achieve
this, the study focuses on analyzing these reliefs based on the Avesta and Middle Persian
Zoroastrian texts, aiming to provide an accurate interpretation of the represented

concepts grounded in authoritative sources.

The Fate of the Soul and the Cosmic End in Zoroastrian Eschatology

The Fate of the Soul After Death

The most detailed and oldest relatively comprehensive account of the fate of the soul
after death is found in the Hadoxt Nask (See also: MX. 1.110-198; Bd. 15). In this text,
Zarathustra asks Ahura Mazda: “O Ohrmazd! When the righteous one passes away,
that is, on the night his soul departs, where does it reside?” (HN. 22.1). Ahura Mazda
replies: “The soul of the righteous sits near its head, clothed in a white garment” (RP.
23.2). This state continues for the first three nights, during which the soul remains in
peace and experiences joy (HN. 22.2). However, at dawn on the fourth day, with the
rising of the sun, the soul’s fate changes (Ad. 19, 28). A fragrant breeze from paradise
begins to blow, and the righteous soul feels as if it is passing through a field of flowers
and sweet scents (RP. 23.6). At this moment, its Den, appearing as a beautiful maiden
and the spiritual embodiment of its good deeds, manifests (HN. 2.9). The righteous soul
then asks: “Who are you, the most beautiful of all maidens?”” The maiden replies: “O
virtuous youth, who has thought, spoken, and acted well, I am your Dén the sum of your
deeds”. (HN. 2.11-4).°
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Fig. 2: Panels 8 to 11 of Wirkak and his wife’s Sarcophagus®

In contrast, the sinful soul faces a completely opposite fate. In response to Zarathustra’s
inquiry about the fate of the wicked, Ahura Mazda explains: “The soul feels distress and
is clothed in tattered and decayed garments”. (RP. 23.19). At dawn on the fourth day,

instead of a fragrant breeze, the wicked soul perceives itself wading through filth and
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snow. Then, a foul, putrid wind brought forth by Ahriman from the House of Lies'
(Av. drtijo domana-) blows upon it (RP. 23.23; HN. 23.19-26). At this moment, an ugly
woman appears, and in terror, the sinful soul asks: “Who are you? Never in my life have
I seen anyone uglier than you!” The woman replies: “I am your Dén the embodiment of

your deeds. What you have done in life now comes to you in this form”. (Bd. 15.202).

Spiritual Judgment and Crossing the Cinwad Bridge

At dawn on the fourth day, both righteous and sinful souls reach the stage of spiritual
judgment. At this point, a group of divinities (Sro$ the Holy, Good Wayu, and Mighty
Wahram) and demons (Evil Wayu, Frazest, and Nizgst) appear before the soul and
accompany it to the place of judgment (MX. 1.115-116).

Rasn the Just weighs the individual’s deeds using the celestial scale (MX. 1.119—
120). At this moment, the righteous soul, guided by Sro$ and Atar, successfully crosses
the Cinwad bridge (MX. 1.124; AWN. 5.2). In contrast, the demon Wizar$ (Av. vizaro3a)
seizes the sinful soul and drags it to the Cinwad bridge, where Rasn reveals the weight
of'its sins (MX. 1.161-163). Ahura Mazda then conducts the final judgment with the aid
of fire (Y. 43-4).

Crossing the bridge serves as a reward for the righteous, leading them to paradise.
However, due to the burden of their sins, the wicked fall from the bridge and plunge into
hell (Y. 46.10-11).

The Cosmic End: The Twelve-Thousand-Year Creation, the Coming of

Saviors, and the Restoration of the Universe

In Zoroastrian belief, the universe follows a cosmic order and a divine plan spanning

twelve thousand years. This system, described in Middle Persian texts such as the

Bundahisn, is divided into four three-thousand-year periods, each marking a crucial

phase in the battle between Ahura Mazda and Ahriman (Bd. 1.10; MX. 7.8.11). (Fig. 3)
In the first three thousand years, Ahriman remains powerless because Ohrmazd

creates the world in a ménog state,

and Ahriman has not yet attacked. During the
second three-thousand-year period, Ahriman, emerging from darkness, approaches the
boundary of the world of light, preparing for his assault. In response, Ohrmazd makes
a pact with him, delaying the battle for nine thousand years so that no one can alter
its course (Bd. 1.5-8; MX. 7.10-16). Then, Ohrmazd recites the Ahunwar prayer (Av.
ahll vairiid), causing Ahriman to fall into a stunned and unconscious state, plunging
back into darkness. Ohrmazd then proceeds with creation, first bringing forth Way of
Long Dominion (i.e., way T weh, Wayu), then the Amahraspands (Av. ama$a spant), and
finally, the material world."

At the start of the third three-thousand-year period, Ahriman regains consciousness
and attacks the heavens, initiating the state of mixture (MP gumézi$n), during which

the forces of good and evil struggle within the material world (Bd. 5.39-42; Also see:
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43-47). The fourth era begins with the revelation of Zoroastrianism, as Zarathustra
establishes the religion of Ohrmazd.!

The fifth millennium belongs to Hu$€dar, who appears one thousand years after
Zarathustra to further spread the faith (Bd. 18.218; D. 7.9/55-56).!* Then, the sixth
millennium marks the arrival of Hu$&darmah, " who, like Zarathustra, renews and
propagates the faith (Bd. 18.219). About thirty years before the end of Husédarmah’s
era, Azi Dahaka (Zahhak) breaks free from his bonds, and at that time, Sd3ans, '° the
son of Zarathustra who possesses the farr(ah) (Av. xvaranah) (Yt. 19.3/22; Yt. 14.89)
manifests (Bd. 18.220). He perceives all beings with the eye of wisdom, possessing
six eyes and a radiant body (D. 7.11/1; Yt. 19.15/92-95).'7 During the resurrection,
Sosans first raises the dead.!® He gathers all people, both righteous and wicked, and
grants them the ability to perceive truth by sharing the radiance of the sun-half of it
given to Gayomart, the primordial man, and half to all other people. At this moment,
the righteous are separated from the wicked: the virtuous ascend to paradise, while the
sinners fall into hell.

In this frasegird, a river of molten metal (Y. 51.9, 32.7, 30.7) flows across the earth

and into hell, sealing the chasm through which Ahriman had entered. This molten

| | [N S L A A
menogig astomand
(Av. mainyava) (Av. astvant)
1. Gayomart, Gaw-1 éwdad, — Ahriman —
Masya and MaSyana, HoSang, Tahmrat, Jam

3000 ‘ 6000 ‘ ‘ 9000 ‘ ‘ 12000

4. The Millennium of Zarathustra

2. Azi Dahaka, Frédon 5. The Millennium of Husédar
3. Frédon, Salm and Tiir, Eraj; Maniicehr; 6. The Millennium of HuSédarmah — Azi Dahaka
Afrasyab; Kay Xosrow; Wistasp — Sosans (57 years); The Companions of Sosans

Fig. 3: The twelve-thousand-year lifespan of the world and its internal divisions from the beginning of the sixth
millennium, along with the names of key figures and the classification of zodiac constellations (based on the
Bundahisn).
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river purifies the world, making it immortal and incorruptible. The same purifying
fire cleanses humanity.!® At last, Ohrmazd, the Amahraspands, all divine beings, and
humankind are united. The $tars, moon, sun, and Atar Wahram descend to earth in the
form of a mighty man, and from that moment onward, the only task of humanity will
be to behold Ohrmazd (RP. 48.99-101). The ultimate beauty of existence will be that

everyone will love others as they love themselves.

The Connection Between Zoroastrian Eschatology and the Panels of
Wirkak’s Tomb

An analysis of Zoroastrian texts indicates that the four panels of Wirkak’s tomb
explicitly depict the fate of the soul after death and align with the concept of individual
end in Zoroastrian eschatology. These panels portray the souls of Wirkak and his wife
as righteous individuals who successfully cross the Cinwad bridge and enter paradise.
In contrast, there are no clear indications of the cosmic end or Fras$6.korati within these
panels.

This observation suggests that the primary purpose of these panels is to depict the
individual fate of the soul rather than the final stage of cosmic purification. However,
certain visual details may contain subtle, indirect references to the concept of the
cosmic end. Yet, these allusions are so delicate that they do not explicitly narrate Fraso.
karati. Such an approach in the design of the panels was likely influenced by prevailing
Zoroastrian beliefs regarding the soul’s transition from the material world to the spiritual

realm, emphasizing individual reward and punishment in the afterlife.

The Panels of the Tomb: Reflections on the Fate of the Soul

Panel 8

The eighth panel is divided into two sections (Fig. 4), and scholars have proposed
various hypotheses regarding its elements: Upper Section: A man is depicted sitting at
the entrance of a cave. Some researchers have interpreted this scene as Manichaean or
Brahmanic, identifying the figure as Mani or Komayaputta (de la Vaissiere 2005, 362;
2015, 101-3; 2019, 71; Gulacsi and BeDuhn 2012, 17-18).

Lower Section: Scholars believe this part illustrates a scene of the Sea of Rebirth,
Makara, or resurrection. It depicts the souls of two individuals, a man and a woman, 2!
being lifted from the water, presumably Wirkak and Wiyusi. Beside them, three winged-
angels are present (de la Vaissiére 2005, 361; Idem 2015, 104; Grenet 2007, 476; Gulacsi
and BeDuhn 2012, 10, 18-19).%

Upper Section of Panel 8
In the upper section of this panel, a sage is depicted sitting at the entrance of a cave. Early
studies identified him as Mani, but this interpretation was later refuted with supporting

evidence (Gulacsi and BeDuhn, 2012: 8-10). Another hypothesis associates this figure
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Fig. 4: Two scenes of panel 8

with Komayaputta, a Brahmanic ascetic, in front of whom a monkey is shown bowing
(Ibid: 17-18).

The story of Komayaputta is narrated in the Jataka® (Morris, 1885: 254-5; J. 299):
Born into a Brahmanic family in Benares, Komayaputta eventually renounced worldly
life and devoted himself to asceticism and spiritual discipline in the Himalayas. Other
sages in the same region also lived an austere life, foraging for fruit in the forest. Among
them lived a playful monkey, whose mischievous antics often entertained the sages.*
One day, while the other sages had gone in search of food, Komayaputta was meditating
in solitude when the monkey approached him and, as usual, began to play. However, this
time, Komayaputta simply pointed a finger at the monkey and said: “Since you dwell
among great sages, you must act righteously, exercising self-restraint and mindfulness
in thought, speech, and action”.?* These words deeply affected the monkey, transforming
him. When the sages returned, they noticed the monkey had ceased its playful antics.
Curious about the change, they inquired about the reason, to which the monkey replied:
“I have heard the wise words of Komayaputta do not think of me as I once was, for now,

my life is illuminated by wisdom”.

How Does This Story Relate to the Fate of the Soul After Death?
The key element lies in the core message of Komayaputta’s words: “Good Thoughts,

Good Words, and Good Deeds”. These three principles form the foundation of
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Zoroastrian teachings. Therefore, it is possible that this narrative was influenced by
Zoroastrian doctrine.

If we accept that this scene refers to the story of Komayaputta, its message can be
summarized as follows: One who follows the path of Good Thoughts, Good Words,
and Good Deeds will attain salvation. This concept aligns precisely with the Gathas:
“Through the radiance of righteousness, one attains holiness. Such a person, by their
good thoughts, good words, good deeds, and faith in truth, joins the divine order. Ahura
Mazda, through the aid of Wahman, grants them the eternal abode [paradise]”. (Y.
51.21).

Alternative Hypotheses: Could This Be Zarathustra?

Some scholars have suggested that the figure in the panel represents Zarathustra rather
than Komayaputta. According to this interpretation, the eighth panel may depict the
moment when Zarathustra first embarked on his path of righteousness and the pursuit
of truth when he left his home at the age of twenty to dedicate himself to a life of piety.
During this period, he showed kindness to animals and helped those in need (Grenet,
2013: 3; see: WZ. 16-9).

Another possibility, based on Middle Persian texts, relates to Zarathustra’s first
divine revelation. According to Dénkard VII, at the age of thirty, Zarathustra received
his initial vision, during which Wahman, as Ahura Mazda’s messenger, appeared before
him and led him to a conversation (MP ham-pursagih) with Ahura Mazda. At this
time, Zarathustra was a devoted but physically exhausted ascetic (D. 7.3/51-62). After
accepting the religion, he returned to humanity to spread the faith (D. 7.4/1).

Ahura Mazda, however, warned Zarathustra to beware of demons and their deceptions,
as they would attempt to mislead him by appearing among humans. In one such
encounter, a female demon manifested before him, sitting beside a jar that Wahman had
presented to Zarathustra. The demon claimed, “I am Spandarmad (Av. spanta armaiti)”,
and sought his cooperation. But Zarathustra, recognizing the deception, responded: “I
have seen Spandarmad in the daylight; she is entirely good. If you are truly her, turn
around so I may recognize you”. The demon, thinking she had deceived him, showed her
back, revealing her true hideous form. At that moment, Zarathustra recited the Ahunwar
prayer, causing the demon to flee (Y. 27.13; D. 7/4-57-62). If this interpretation is
correct, the weary figure seated at the cave entrance could represent Zarathustra, and the
jar before him may symbolize Wahman’s sacred offering. The creature bowing before

him might then be the demon attempting to deceive him. (Fig. 5).

Zarathustra’s Connection to the Souls and His Role in Fraso.karati
One of Zarathustra’s key roles in Zoroastrian teachings is his connection to the process of
Fra$6.korati and the ultimate restoration of creation. Within this framework, Zarathustra,

alongside Frédon and Kay Xosrow, plays a crucial part in the renewal of the world
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Fig. 5: Zarathustra and the Wahman’s jar with a deceptive demon

and its return to its original state. This connection not only reinforces Zarathustra’s
significance in Zoroastrian eschatology but also, indirectly, highlights concepts related
to the Final Body (tan 1 pasin).

According to Zoroastrian texts, Zarathustra once wished for immortality, but Ahura
Mazda responded: “If I grant you immortality now, Fra$o.keroati will no longer be
possible”. (ZWY. 3.3). Similarly, Frédon sought to slay Azi Dahaka, but Ahura Mazda
forbade him, saying: “Do not kill him now, for the earth will be overrun with serpents”.
(D. 6, B4.B6). This delay in eliminating the forces of evil was part of the divine plan to
postpone the final battle until the appointed time of Fraso.karati. On the other hand, Kay
Xosrow played a crucial role in the world’s final destiny by digging the shores of Lake
Cécast. It is said that had he not done so, during the millennia of Husédar, Hu§édarmah,
and Sosans, Ahriman would have gained such power that resurrection and the Final
Body would have become impossible (see also: Bd. 9.92; 9.125; WZ. 3.24).

Thus, Zarathustra’s presence in this eschatological process, beyond his association
with the faith of Wirkak and his wife, indirectly alludes to Fra$o.kerati and the Final
Body. This suggests that Wirkak’s tomb not only reflects Zoroastrian beliefs about the
individual end of the soul but, on a deeper level, may also be connected to cosmic

eschatology and the ultimate fate of the world.

The Lower Section of the Panel 8

In Zoroastrian doctrine, there is no concept of rebirth (reincarnation).?® Furthermore,
as previously discussed, resurrection?” and crossing the river of molten metal®® require
the emergence of the Saviors and the fulfillment of the necessary conditions for Fraso.
karati. How, then, can this section of the panel be interpreted as the river of molten metal
(Gulécsi and BeDuhn, 2012: 18-19) if those prerequisites have not been met?.

This raises a fundamental question: If the undulating space in the lower two-thirds
of the eighth panel is not molten metal, what does it represent? Additionally, what is the
nature of the animals within it and the three-winged-angels above?

In the lower left corner, a creature with an elongated trunk is visible, a feature that
likely led scholars to identify it as Makara (de la Vaissiére 2015, 98).2° The Sanskrit
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word Makara (HhY) refers to a sea dragon or aquatic monster and, in later Hindi usage,
denotes a crocodile. In the Vedic tradition, Makara serves as the mount of the god Varuna
(@8W)* and the river goddess Ganga (TITN)*' (Beer, 2003: 77).

Since neither of these deities plays a role in determining the fate of souls after death,
and given the distinct differences between this creature and traditional depictions of
Makara which typically combines features of a crocodile, scaly skin, an elephant’s head,
a lion’s face, lion or eagle claws, and a peacock (or occasionally fish) tail*? it is difficult

to definitively identify this figure as Makara. (Fig. 6).

Fig. 6: Right: the creature believed to be a Makara?, Left: Makara in Various Forms (Beer, 2003: 77).

One possible hypothesis is that the creatures depicted in this section symbolically
represent the associates of the demon of death. According to Méndg 1 Xrad, at dawn on
the fourth day, the soul, accompanied by Sro§ the Holy, Wayu, and Mighty Wahram,
sets out toward the Cinwad bridge while confronting the death demon and his followers
(MX. 1.115). This death demon, known as Asto-vidhat (MP astwihad), is described
as the “bone-separator”, and he is assisted by Frazest and Nizgest. If this interpretation
is correct, the creatures depicted in this section may symbolize these demonic forces

attempting to block the soul’s passage.

Reflection of Zoroastrian Beliefs on the Soul’s Path After Death

In Zoroastrian belief, death involves the separation of two immaterial forces ahu/
ustana- and baodah- from the physical body.* The righteous soul, in its journey toward
the spiritual realm and eternal bliss, must pass through a treacherous, fearsome, and
perilous path. Zoroastrian texts refer to this stage as the “path of the separation of body
from consciousness” or the “place of divided paths” (Av. paba paiti vicarona) (HN.
22.17; also: MX. 1.151; RP. 23.15).3* (Fig. 7)

Thus, the undulating space in the lower two-thirds of the eighth panel is neither the
river of molten metal that emerges during Fraso.korati (as previously discussed), nor
can it be interpreted as the Sea of Rebirth, as such a concept does not exist in Zoroastrian
teachings. Instead, this section of the relief may be an artistic representation of the
perilous path the soul must traverse to reach the place of judgment and cross the Cinwad
bridge. In the Hadoxt Nask, Ahura Mazda describes this passage as a difficult crossing
that the soul is compelled to endure (HN. 22.17). Depicting this space as turbulent water
may have been an artistic solution to convey this concept visually, as carving such an

abstract idea onto solid stone in another form would have been more challenging.
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Fig. 7: Path of the separation of body from consciousness or the place of divided paths

The Three-Winged-Figures: Souls of the Previously Deceased or Guiding
Divinities?

Zoroastrian texts state that Ahura Mazda commands the souls of those who have
previously passed away to bring heavenly nourishment to the newly soul, easing the
suffering inflicted during the three nights of affliction by the death demon and his
companions (HN. 22.16-18; MX. 1.150-153). Based on these descriptions, the three-
winged-figures in this scene® may represent those earlier souls, tasked with delivering
heavenly sustenance to the souls of Wirkak and his wife. What the third figure appears
to hold in hand is likely the heavenly food referred to in the Zoroastrian texts as “spring
oil”.*

However, another interpretation has been proposed. According to the Dadestan 1
Dénig and Mendg 1 Xrad, three major divinities Sro8, Wayu, and Wahram guide the soul
through its postmortem journey. Sros in particular protects the soul during the critical
three days after death (DD. 27; MX. 1.115). Thus, it is also possible that the three-
winged-figures represent these divine guides. Nevertheless, since Zoroastrian texts do
not mention these deities’ offering sustenance to the soul, the first hypothesis that these
are previously souls fulfilling their divinely assigned mission seems more consistent
with the textual tradition. (Fig. 8)

Panel 9
The ninth panel is divided into two parts, with the lower section continuing into the

tenth panel. The upper half of the ninth panel is itself split into two sections:

The Seated Deity Within the Moon and the Chariot of Bulls (Upper Section)
In this scene, a chariot appears flanked by two-winged-figures, with a deity seated within
a crescent moon. Beneath the moon, three bulls are carved in relief. Scholars have
identified this deity as Weshparkar/ Wysprkr, one of the three principal Sogdian deities
(Grenet et al.,, 2004: 281; Grenet, 2007: 414; Grenet 2013, 5; Gulacsi and BeDuhn,
2012: 20; Lerner, 2005: 158). This deity has been associated with Siva Mahadeva in
Hindu tradition, W&§ (Oeso) in Bactria, 3" and Wayu in Zoroastrianism (Grenet et al.,
2004: 281; Shenkar, 2014: 155; Humbach, 1975: 402-408).%
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Fig. 8: The three-winged-figures as the souls of the previously deceased

Based on archaeological findings and surviving depictions, Wysprkr is typically
shown with three heads and four arms (Azarpay, 1981: 29-30; Kamakura, 1997: 29-30;
Baumer and Hare 2008, 175). The name Wysprkr is in fact the Sogdian translation of the
Sanskrit term Visvakarman (ﬁ ”Wﬁ), a compound of vi§va “world” and karman “act”
or “creation”, meaning “world-builder” or “cosmic architect”.

However, if the figure inside the moon-chariot were truly WySprkr, one would expect
him to have three heads and four arms. Instead, the figure here has only one head and
two arms and holds a three-pronged object in his right hand. Even if we accept, based
on certain wall paintings, that WySprkr was portrayed like the Hindu god Siva or the
Buddhist Maheshvara, enthroned within a mandorla and riding on bulls (Baumer 2018,
145), the differences in the number of arms, and even bulls cast doubt on whether the

figure in this panel is indeed Wysprkr. (Fig. 9)

The Connection Between the Moon and the Bull

A key question arises: if the figure in the panel is neither a judge®® nor Wysprkr, then who
is he? In Zoroastrian sacred texts, there is a direct and symbolic connection between the
moon and the bull. According to the Avesta, * the moon contains the seed of the Gaw-1
ewdad (Yt. 7.0-7). This idea is echoed in the Bundahisn, where it is stated that when the
Gaw-1éwdad died, its seed was carried to the moon to be purified, and from that purified
seed, all species of animals were later produced (Bd. 9.94). Recent studies have shown

that this belief is rooted in Zoroastrian cosmology, in which the moon is considered the
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Fig. 9: Right, WySprkr as Hindu god Siva;* Left, the god Wy3prkr from Panjikent*2

second sphere of the heavens and the custodian of the bull’s seed (Hintze, 2005: 60).

The only unresolved issue is the three bulls in the relief. Zoroastrian texts do not
reference this specific number in connection to the bull. The Gaw-1 ewdad of which
these three may be symbolic representations was created in Eran-wéz and was described
as white, radiant like the moon, and three nay in size (Bd. 2.21). The Avestan term mah-
gaocifra, meaning “the moon that holds the seed of the bull”, highlights the symbolic
relationship between the moon and the bull both in visual resemblance (the crescent
moon mirroring bull’s horns) and in the moon’s cosmic role in preserving the generative
seed of the primordial bull (Hintze, 2005: 58-59).

Wahman and His Association with the Moon and the Bull

After the creation of Way of Long Dominion, Ahura Mazda first created Wahman (Av.
vohu manah) from light and truth. His role in Zoroastrian cosmology is central, as he
is the first emanation of Ahura Mazda, tasked with guiding all living beings and acting
as a divine counselor. According to Middle Persian texts, Wahman is responsible for
overseeing all of Ahura Mazda’s creations and is aware of everything that will transpire
until the Fraso.korati (Bd. 1.14; 4.34-5).

As one of the Amahraspands, Wahman embodies the divine aspect of Good Thought
and plays a crucial role both in the material world and in the fate of souls after death.
In the Gathas, he is mentioned alongside Ahura Mazda and the other divine entities (Y.
28.3, 28.9-11; 33.11), and he is said to dwell with the righteous souls in the realm of
Ahura Mazda (Y. 49.10). One of his defining roles is to welcome the soul at the time
of crossing the Cinwad bridge. When the Dagna flanked by dogs, across the bridge,
Wahman rises from his golden throne and asks: “How did you come from that perilous

world to this eternal realm and arrive among us?” (Vd. 19.30-1).%
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Fig. 10: Wahman as the seated god in the moon-chariot with a branch of religion and peace in hand

Zoroastrian texts also emphasize Wahman’s close association with cattle, especially
the bull. In the Avesta, he is described as the protector and overseer of animals. The
Gathas stress the moral significance of caring for cattle (Y. 50.1; 31.10), and Middle
Persian texts explicitly name him as the guardian of the five types of domestic animals
(Bd. 4.35).

Moreover, the Gaw 1 éwdad, a key figure in Zoroastrian cosmogony, is directly
linked to Wahman. When the bull died, its seed was carried to the moon for purification,
from which all animal species emerged (Bd. 9.94). It is also said that the moon was
created from Wahman in both visible and intangible form, and that the soul of the bull
materialized from the moon (see Hintze, 2005: 60). Wahman also plays an important
role in the Fraso.korati. He is consulted for final decisions at the end of time (Narten
and Gignoux 1988, 488). In this context, Zoroastrian texts note that when Ahriman
attacks creation, it is Wahman and Atar who stand in resistance (Yt. 13.77). Spiritually,
Wahman is portrayed with exalted attributes. He is described as p&$-karb (physically
beautiful) and p&s-nik (morally superior). His size is said to equal that of three men nine
times that of Zarathustra. He carries a white branch, symbolizing the spiritual essence of
the religion and peace a sign that one must not harm others so that harmony may endure
in the world (D. 7.3/51-3; WZ. 21.4).

Given all this, it is plausible to suggest that the figure seated in the moon in the ninth
panel may represent Wahman. His association with cattle, particularly the bull, makes
the presence of the carved bulls beneath the moon especially significant. Furthermore,
the object in his right hand could be the white branch, the emblem of religion and peace.

If this image indeed reflects Zoroastrian belief, the seated figure may be Wahman
portrayed within the moon as the first Amahraspands and the welcomer of righteous
souls into the afterlife. Ahura Mazda, with Wahman’s assistance, grants the righteous
entry into the eternal abode paradise. This interpretation also strengthens the potential
thematic continuity between the upper halves of the eighth and ninth panels. In addition
to his link with the moon and the bull, Wahman is also the one who led Zarathustra to
his first divine encounter with Ahura Mazda, and his cup appears beside Zarathustra.

This connection reinforces the possibility that the two upper panels function as a
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unified theological statement on Wahman’s spiritual guidance and eschatological role,

especially in leading souls toward judgment and salvation. (Fig. 10)

The Three Deities Seated Before the Souls of Wirkak and His Wife

Beneath the moon-chariot in the ninth panel, three deities are depicted seated, facing
a man and a woman presumably representing the souls of Wirkak and his wife. The
identities of these three deities have been the subject of much scholarly debate, with
several theories proposed:

One hypothesis suggests that the scene is influenced by Manichaean beliefs,
portraying a moment of soul judgment. It says as the Manichaean texts, angels or deities
often present divine objects to the souls of the dead. In contrast, such imagery is not
found in the Zoroastrian tradition. Moreover, if these figures were traditional Zoroastrian
deities, one would expect to see familiar divine judges such as Sros, Mihr, and Rasn.
However, these figures are not visibly present in the relief (de la Vaissiere, 2005: 362-3;
2015: 99-100, 106-8; 2019: 73-4).4

Another interpretation associates the winged-figure with Dagna, who, along with two
accompanying deities, guides the souls of Wirkak and his wife toward paradise (Grenet,
2007: 414). A separate theory links the three deities to the Fravasis, the protective spirits
of the righteous. Scholars point to the similarity in clothing and iconography between
these figures and other Fravasis depictions in the tomb’s panels. Based on this, it is
possible that these three figures represent Fravasis. However, since only one of the
three figures is winged, another possibility arises: the winged-deity may be Dagna,
accompanied by two other guiding figures (Gulacsi and BeDuhn, 2012: 20-1).%

Another view interprets the scene as a “divine court”, with the deity at the top of
the panel acting as the celestial judge. One of the three lower deities resembles the
Virgin of Light in Manichaean imagery a figure that may visually correspond to the
Zoroastrian Dagna and could serve as a guide escorting the soul toward divine judgment
(Azarpay, 2011: 54-6, 61-6). A further interpretation relates this scene to the Cinwad
bridge. According to Zoroastrian eschatology, Dagna plays a crucial role in guiding the
soul across the bridge after death. In this context, the central winged and crowned figure
may be interpreted as either Dagna or, alternatively, as the Manichaean Virgin of Light,

depending on the symbolic framework (Shenkar, 2014: 95).

Analysis of the Position and Identity of the Three Deities
If we trace the soul’s journey depicted across the panels and interpret the iconography
in Zoroastrian terms, it becomes evident that the soul has arrived at the judgment stage.
Thus, the hypothesis identifying this section of the ninth panel as a scene of divine
judgment appears quite reasonable (Azarpay, 2011: 61-63).

In contrast, one theory rejects the presence of divine judges in this scene (de la
Vaissiere, 2019: 73—74), likely due to the absence of the celestial scale, which, in
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Zoroastrian belief, is used by Rasn the Just to weigh human deeds. However, there are
two key visual elements that still support a judgmental interpretation: 1. The mountain
beneath the three deities, 2. The bridge, which continues into the tenth panel.

Scholars have rightly identified this as the Cinwad bridge, which further supports the
interpretation of this scene as a moment of judgment.* According to Zoroastrian texts,
the divine judges are Ahura Mazda, Wahman, Mihr, Srd8, and Rasn (DD. 30.10). The
judgment takes place at the entrance to the Cinwad bridge, where Mihr presides over the
tribunal, with Sros and Rasn at his side (MX. 2.118). But where exactly is this bridge?
The Mihr Yast tells us that the Cinwad bridge is located at the center of the world, on
the peak of Mount Alborz (Av. hara barozaiti), “Cagad 1 daidig”, where Mihr resides
and where Ahura Mazda has built him a dwelling with the Amahraspands (Yt. 10.12,
50-52). Directly beneath it lies hell (AWN. 53.1; RP. 15.4-5).

Identifying the Three Deities
Given these textual references, if we identify the carved mountain-like form in this
panel as Mount Alborz and the arched structure beneath it as the Cinwad bridge, then
it is plausible to identify the three deities as Mihr, Rasn, and Sros. Among them, the
winged-deity is most likely Mihr, as he is the presiding judge in the divine court.
This interpretation is further supported by the Dadestan 1 Dénig and corresponds
visually to the figures in the relief especially if we also identify the deity within the
moon-chariot above as Wahman. In this case, the upper half of the ninth panel and
the portion of the bridge in the tenth panel form a cohesive narrative sequence that

illustrates the judgment of the soul. (Fig. 11)

Fig. 11: Judgment scene

Panel 10

The tenth panel is divided into two sections, with the lower half continuing directly from
the ninth panel. In fact, the two panels ninth and tenth are conceptually and visually
interlinked: the upper sections are thematically related, and so are the lower halves.*” In

the upper section, the judgment and transformation of the soul at the dawn of the fourth
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day after death is depicted. In the lower section, the scene transitions into the Cinwad
bridge and illustrates how the soul crosses it.

As with the other panels, Manichaean interpretations have been proposed for this
scene as well. One such theory views the upper part of this panel which features a
winged-deity and a falling figure as a representation of the soul’s postmortem experience.
According to this interpretation, the small object held in the hand of the winged-figure is
identified as Wirkak’s body (de la Vaissiere, 2005: 364).

Who Is the Winged-Figure? (Upper Section)

Several elements suggest that the winged-figure holding a cup in the upper part of
the tenth panel may be one of the key characters in the soul’s postmortem journey
in Zoroastrian belief. In particular, this figure is likely Dagna, who is consistently
described in the Gathas as “Ahuric” a divine being associated with vision, conscience,
and individuality. In the Avesta, Dagéna is one of the essential spiritual components of
a person, denoting qualities such as axw “vital strength”, baodah “perception”, urvan
“soul”, and fravasi “the everlasting and heavenly tutelary of material beings” (Y. 26.4).%

According to Zoroastrian texts, on the fourth day at dawn, the soul reaches the
Cinwad bridge and encounters its own D&n. Depending on the person’s earthly actions,
Dén appears as either a beautiful maiden (for the righteous) or an ugly woman (for the
sinful) (Y. 31.20; HN. 2.9; Bd. 15.202). If the soul is virtuous, Dén guides it toward
paradise; if sinful, the corrupt Dén drags it down to hell (KSM 35).

The sculpted relief in the upper section of the tenth panel shows a winged-figure
whose visual and symbolic traits closely resemble the Zoroastrian Dagna described in
the texts. This figure, adorned and beautified through the recitation of the Gathas, the
praising of sacred waters, and reverence for the fire of Ahura Mazda (HN. 22.13-14),
comes forth to meet the soul. She is the radiant maiden, the guardian and ganjwar kirbag
(DD. 23.5-6), who, accompanied by the two watchdogs of the Cinwad bridge, escorts
the righteous soul from Mount Alborz and across the bridge (Bd. 15.199; Vd. 13.9; Ad.
19.30). Carrying the burden of the soul’s good deeds on her shoulders, she greets the
righteous soul (DD. 23.5). Zoroastrian texts also mention that, with Dagna’s help, the
soul enters the realm of the divine and learns the language of the spiritual world (WZ.
31.5). (Fig. 12) In the tenth panel, in addition to the richly adorned appearance of the
winged-figure likely Dagna two dogs are visible at the foot of the mountain, right at the
entrance to the Cinwad bridge.

Additionally, the upper section of the tenth panel features floating flowers, seemingly
suspended in mid-air. These details may symbolize the heavenly breeze mentioned in
Zoroastrian scripture originating from the panel that depicts Garddman at the end of the
sequence. This imagery echoes the textual description: “A fragrant wind blows from
heaven, and the righteous soul feels as if it is passing through flowers and pleasant
scents”. (RP. 23.6).
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Fig. 12: Daéna with a jar in hand probably filled with spring oil, mare’s milk, butterfat oil, and sweet whey

The Role of Dog in Zoroastrian Belief and Their Connection to the Cinwad
Bridge

In Zoroastrianism, dogs hold a sacred status, in part because they are associated with
the seed of Gayomart, the primordial human (RP. 46.21). This likely refers to the holy
dog who protected the body of Gayomart when the Amahraspands were unable to
guard it. This same dog is believed to now stand vigil near the Cinwad bridge.* A later
Zoroastrian text refers to a dog named Zarrin-gds, who may be this very sacred guardian
(RDH. 256). It is therefore plausible that the two dogs depicted near the bridge in the
tenth panel are both Zarrin-gos, acting as gatekeepers at the bridge and accompanying

Dagéna as part of the soul’s escort. (Fig. 13)

Fig. 13: Daéna’s dogs as guardians of the Cinwad bridge
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The Jar in the Hand of the Winged-Figure

A particularly intriguing feature in this panel is the jar’! held by the winged-figure,
presumably Daéna. Zoroastrian texts do not mention Daéna offering anything to the
righteous soul, although she is expected to carry signs of the soul’s good deeds. Yet in
this panel, she is shown with a jar rather than a bundle or garment symbolizing good
deeds.

An eastern Iranian Sasanian seal portrays a female figure standing beside two dogs,
holding a jar, while two figures likely representing righteous souls stand before her (Fig.
14). This supports the possibility that the jar belongs to Dagna in this artistic context.>
The jar may be filled with one of the heavenly nourishments described in Zoroastrian
texts such as spring oil, mare’s milk, butterfat oil, and sweet whey which are offered to
righteous souls as spiritual sustenance after death (HN. 22.18; RP. 23.17/1-2).

Fig. 14: Daéna and the two dogs holding a jar®

The Identity of the Falling Figure

Beneath Daéna, there appears a figure in the act of falling. Scholars have offered
various interpretations regarding the identity of this figure. Some have proposed that
it represents either Wirkak’s body or the embodiment of Az, being cast out from the
soul during its spiritual ascent (de la Vaissiére, 2005: 364; 2015, 100-102).5* Another
theory holds that the winged-figure is Daéna, as in the previous panel, and the falling
person is the “evil Dén”. In this interpretation, the jar in Daéna’s hand symbolizes the
righteous soul’s good deeds (Grenet 2013, 7). A further hypothesis identifies the falling
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figure as the demon Wizars, who rides upon the soul for the first three days after death
and ultimately drags the souls of sinners in chains to the Cinwad bridge (Gulacsi and
BeDuhn 2012, 22; Vd. 19.28-29).

However, a notable issue with these interpretations lies in the appearance of the
falling figure. Unlike the demonic beings depicted in the lower sections of panels eight
and ten this figure looks fully human, dressed in rob, and with hair tied atop the head.
This has led to another compelling interpretation: that the falling person may represent
the soul of a sinner, cast down into hell due to the weight of their misdeeds. This idea is
closely aligned with Zoroastrian texts, particularly the Gathas, where it is stated: “The
soul of the wicked shall fall into the hell due to the heaviness of its sins” (Y. 46.10-11).%
(Fig. 15)

Fig. 15: The falling figure as the soul of a sinner

Panels 9 and 10 (Lower Section)

The lower halves of panels nine and ten depict the Cinwad bridge and the souls’ passage
across it. According to Zoroastrian belief, the Cinwad bridge created by Ahura Mazda
(AWN. 4.7) is the “separator” or “collector”, over which every soul must pass after
death (Vd. 19.29, 19.30).5 The bridge is described in the texts as a razor-sharp blade
or a multi-edged sword (KSM 41; DD. 1.21.3). For the righteous soul, the blade turns
broadside, making the passage smooth and safe (AWN. 5.1). For the wicked, however,
the blade remains edge-up, sharp and unforgiving (Bd. 15.199). Zoroastrian scriptures
describe the bridge becoming broad and spacious for the virtuous soul, supported by

thirty-seven poles or nine lances, and crossing it is compared to walking on the soft
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fur of a stoat (MP kakom post) through a fragrant green springtime meadow (DD.
1.21.5).

Visual Features of the Cinwad Bridge in the Tomb Reliefs
An analysis of the sculpted imagery in panels nine and ten reveals that some of the
bridge’s visual features diverge from textual descriptions. For instance: There is
no visual representation of poles or lances, or stoat fur. The only element matching
Zoroastrian descriptions is the number of bridge’s supports, which are adorned with
the heads of demon-like creatures. The number of these supports corresponds with the
number nine, mentioned in Zoroastrian sources as the number of spears or structural
elements beneath the bridge.

This visual symbolism suggests a selective adaptation of eschatological imagery
maintaining certain theological ideas (like the perilous nature of judgment and the
structure of the bridge) while translating them into a local Sino— Sogdian funerary style,

likely to harmonize with broader visual languages and religious sensibilities of the time.

Identity of the Figures Crossing the Cinwad Bridge

In some interpretations, the figures crossing the bridge are identified simply as Wirkak
and his family. However, the possibility that the scene includes Sros, given his central
role as the soul’s guide after death, is still strong even if his representation is not overtly
marked (see: Grenet et al., 2004, 279; Gulacsi and BeDuhn, 2012: 20; de la Vaissiére,
2015: 101; Grenet, 2007: 473; Lerner, 2005: 158).

According to Zoroastrian texts, after the soul is judged, the righteous soul crosses
the Cinwad bridge accompanied by Sro§ and Atar (MX. 1.124; AWN. 5.2). Based on
this account, it is plausible to propose that the two figures shown beside Wirkak and his
wife in the scene are not their sons, but rather Sro% and Atar. (Fig. 16) This hypothesis
is strengthened by the inscription of the tomb, which records that Wirkak and his wife
had three sons, not two (Yoshida, 2005: 60—1). Further supporting this interpretation
is the presence of fire altars at the entrance to the bridge, which may symbolize Ahura
Mazda’s divine judgment through fire, a theme explicitly referenced in the Avesta (Y.
43.4).

The Presence of Animals in the Bridge Scene

Another striking feature of this section is the large group of animals depicted, seemingly
under the guidance of Wirkak and his wife (Lerner, 2011: 22). Scholars interpret these
animals as symbolic representations of the five kinds of animals mentioned in Zoroastrian
cosmology (Grenet et al., 2004: 281). According to the Bundahisn, animals form the
fifth category of Ahura Mazda’s material creations, emerging after the purification of
the seed of the gaw 1 eéwdad in the moon (Bd. 1.15; 9.92-100).

Thus, the animals carved into this panel likely represent these five archetypal animal
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Fig. 16: Wirkak and Wiyusi’s souls crosses the Cinwad bridge accompanied by Sros and Atar

categories. Among the figures are a camel, goat, horse, dog, bird, and fish each of which
may serve as an emblem of one of the key species listed in the Zoroastrian creation

narrative.

Panel 11

The eleventh and final panel depicts the ultimate fate of Wirkak and Wiyusi as righteous
souls who have reached heaven. In Zoroastrian eschatology, this realm is known as
Gardodman (GAv. gard.domana-, YAv. gard.nmana-) (Y. 46.10; 51.13). According to
Zoroastrian teachings, the soul must ascend through four levels to reach there: Star
Level — for those who practiced Good Thought (MP humat), Moon Level — for those
who practiced Good Word (MP hiixt), Sun Level — for those who practiced Good Deed
(MP huwarst), Garodman — the highest and most sacred realm, filled with song and
prayer, ¥ bringing the soul its final, blissful reward (Y. 50.4; 51.15; RP. 23.13; MX.
6.9-12; DD. 30.19).

Paradise is structured in three tiers, reflecting the triad of good thought, word, and
deed. Within this heavenly realm, there is no old age, no death, and no sorrow. The
space is filled with the fragrance of flowers (MX. 6.13—17), once the righteous soul has
entered there, it remains there in peace and joy until the time of the Fraso.karati (DD.
30.20).
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Identifying the Eleventh Panel as Garodman

Scholars have correctly identified the eleventh panel as a depiction of Gardodman
(Gulacsi and BeDuhn, 2012: 22; Grenet et al., 2004: 283; Dien, 2009: 46). However,
certain details within the panel still call for deeper analysis in light of Zoroastrian texts.
One key aspect is the continuity between this panel and the preceding ones. It appears
that panels 8 through 11 correspond closely to the four spiritual stages that the soul must
ascend in order to reach Garddman: Star Level, Moon Level (the moon prominently
appears in panel 9), Sun Level (the horses in panel 10 are symbolic of the sun),
Garddman (panel 11).

As previous scholars have noted, heaven is described in Zoroastrian tradition as the
“House of Song”, and the presence of musicians in the eleventh panel clearly echoes this
theological motif. But who Are the six musicians? According to Zoroastrian teachings,
the soul of the righteous resides in heaven in the company of the Amahraspands (MX.
6.13—-17).%° These divine beings Wahman, ASa Vahista, X8a0ra Vairya, Sponta Armaiti,
Haurvatat, and Amaratat must be brought into existence in order to eliminate evil from
the final body (Bd. 1.13—14). Therefore, it is suggested that the musicians depicted may
be symbolic representations of the Amahraspands. (Fig. 17)

Fig. 17: Amahraspands as the musicians

The Position of Wirkak and his Wife’s Souls in the Zoroastrian Cosmic
Structure

In Zoroastrian texts, the heavens are described as consisting of seven levels: the cloud-
layer, the celestial sphere, the stars, heaven (where the moon resides), Garddman (known
as the House of Light, where the sun is located), the realm of the Amahraspands, and
the Endless Light, which is the abode of Ahura Mazda (Bd. 4.33) and Ahura Mazda is
manifested in the beauty of these celestial layers (Yt. 13.81, 92). Based on this structure,
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it appears that the souls of Wirkak and his wife are situated somewhere between the fifth

level (Garodman) and the sixth level (the realm of the Amahraspands).

The Soul’s Ascent to Paradise: Golden Ladder or Celestial Chariot?

In some Zoroastrian texts, the soul’s ascent to Garodman is described as occurring via a
golden ladder with three rungs, each representing a step toward Garodman (WZ. 35.43;
Bd. 15.203; RP. 65.1). However, no such ladder appears in the carved imagery of the
eleventh panel.

Nevertheless, Dadestan 1 Dénig offers another account, stating that the righteous
soul ascends to Garddman with spiritual power, accompanied by the good spirit and
aided by the spiritual merit. This spiritual motion is described as a rotating chariot (MP
rah wardyon) or a four-horse celestial carriage (MP was 1 ¢aharag barag) (DD. 30.2).
Although a celestial chariot is not depicted in the eleventh panel, Wirkak and his wife
are shown triumphantly riding on horseback.® This image may symbolically reflect the

same spiritual ascent described in the Zoroastrian texts.

Conclusion
An examination of the final four panels of the tomb of Wirkak and his wife reveals that
these visual compositions present a coherent, structured, and integrated depiction of
Zoroastrian teachings on individual end. Each stage of the soul’s journey after death
from divine judgment to the crossing of the Cinwad bridge and entry into Garddman is
illustrated with remarkable precision, drawing on familiar symbolic elements found in
primary Zoroastrian sources such as the Avesta and Middle Persian texts. The narrative
continuity between the panels, the deliberate selection of symbols, and the carefully
arranged scenes reflect the artist’s clear familiarity with Zoroastrian religious concepts.
Although some scholars have attempted to associate certain elements of these panels
with non-Zoroastrian traditions particularly Manichaeism such syncretism seems
implausible when considering the overall narrative cohesion and the explicit references
to canonical Zoroastrian texts. A fundamental question arises: how could a soul, on its
path toward the Zoroastrian heaven, pass through quintessentially Zoroastrian concepts
such as Daéna, divine judgment, and the Cinwad bridge, only to encounter Manichaean
notions like rebirth along the way? Such a juxtaposition would conflict with Zoroastrian
theological coherence and the internal logic of the tradition, which, as demonstrated in
texts like the Skand Gumanig Wizar, strongly critiques and rejects Manichaean doctrine.
Moreover, while the tomb itself was constructed in China within a Sino- Sogdian
cultural milieu and undoubtedly absorbed some local cultural and artistic influences
the four concluding panels analyzed in this study are directly focused on Zoroastrian
doctrines. Central figures such as Dagna, Sros, Mihr, and Rasn, along with key concepts
like the judgment of the soul, the crossing of the Cinwad bridge, and the final ascent to

Garddman, all derive their significance from within the Zoroastrian religious framework
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and are consistent with its cosmological and theological structures.

This study has demonstrated that these four panels not only reflect authentic
Zoroastrian beliefs regarding individual eschatology but also offer a unique example of
how these concepts were visually represented within a multicultural setting. The tomb
of Wirkak stands as a rare and remarkable instance of the careful integration of spiritual
themes into visual narrative, showing how the teachings of Zoroastrianism retained their

profound clarity and expressive power even in a distant land like sixth-century China.
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protection (Yt. 13.20/62). The resting place of these sacred seeds is Lake Kayansth (Av. Kasaoiia-), where they remain
under divine guardianship until the appointed time (Yt. 19.9/66; Bd. 20.236).
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Final Body?” Ahura Mazda responds, “Three thousand years” (RP. 25.1-2). This statement directly refers to the three-
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(de la Vaissiére, 2005: 361; Grenet, 2007: 476).

21. Lerner suggests that they are swimming in the rippling water (2005: 157-8).
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23. The earliest estimated date for the Jataka stories appears to be around 300 BCE; see: Rouse, 1895: vi.

24. Elsewhere, the monkey provided food for them (Malalasekera, 2007: 685).

25. “One who lives among sages must act righteously, conduct oneself properly, and engage in contemplation”. (J.
299).
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three nights after death. However, he does not mention the “place of the parting of the paths”. Furthermore, he interprets
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35. de la Vaissiére suggests that the three figures are rescuing Wirkak and his wife from the Sea of Rebirth (2015:
104).
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Additionally, the soul receives mare’s milk, butterfat oil, and sweet whey. However, the very first food given is spring
oil, as this sustenance will serve as the soul’s nourishment until the Final Body (RP. 23.17/1-2).

37. Also see: Huang, 2021: 7-8.

38. It has also been suggested that this figure represents Manohméd ro$n in Manichaean tradition (de la Vaissiére,
2015: 107-109).

39. Azarpay believes that the seated deity is a judge (2011: 61-63).

40. For detailed discussions on the relationship between the bull and the moon, see: Hintze, 2005: 57-66.

41. Baumer, 2018: 145.

42. Azarpay, 1981: 29.



Mirzaie; | 202 |

43. Cf. the proposal by Andrés Toledo, who argues that the Avestan term spanauuaiti, traditionally interpreted as
“accompanied by two dogs”, may result from a scribal or transmission error, and that its original form could have been
spanahynuuaiti, meaning “adorned with sanctity” (Shenkar, 2015: 106, apud Andrés Toledo, 2013: 14-15). However,
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gestures with an outstretched hand, while only the other two hold objects one appears to carry a small bowl, and the other
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45. Gulacsi and BeDuhn also suggest that the winged-deity may be Ashi Vanguhi (MP Ahriswang), while the two
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these dogs function as guardians of the Cinwad bridge (Gulacsi and BeDuhn, 2012: 20; Lerner, 2011: 22).

50. This belief is also found in the Rigveda, where Yama is said to have two four-eyed dogs who serve as guardians
of the path to heaven and watch over those who pass along it (RV. X/XIV, 10-11).

51. Gulacsi and BeDuhn identified the object as a jar (2012: 14), and upon closer examination, this interpretation
indeed appears accurate.

52. Also see: Shenkar, 2015: 100-9.

53. Shenkar, 2015: 101; also see: Grenet, 2013: 8.

54. Grenet initially accepted this hypothesis, arguing that in Manichaean eschatology, Az takes on a human form and
falls from the heavens (2007: 475-76).

55. As the sinner approaches the judgment crossing, fear overtakes him (Y. 46.11), and it is because of his sinful life
that he plunges into the dark abyss of hell. His descent unfolds in four steps: the first onto evil thought (MP du$mat), the
second onto evil word (MP dus-hiixt), the third onto evil deed (MP dusxwarst), and the fourth into dark hell (RP. 23.30).
He is then taken before Ahriman, where he is tormented by the demons, and poison the “evil food” (Av. dus.x arofom) is
brought to him (HN. 23.36; see also: Y. 49.10—11). Parts of hell are freezing, while others are burning. It is inhabited by
noxious creatures, and enshrouded in a deep darkness (daragom ayu tomanhd) or endless darkness (a-sar tarikih be dad)
(HN. 3.33). This darkness is said to be so dense that it can be physically felt (MX. 6.22-31; Bd. 12.188).

56. Also see: Tafazzoli, 1991: 594-595.

57. Another term used to refer to the abode of the righteous is “the house of good thought” (Av. domana- vaghous
mananha) (Y. 32.15). Other expressions include “the best of creations” (Av. aphous vahista-) (Y. 46.10), as well as
“endless light” (HN. 2.15).

58. Grenet has pointed out that the horses are likely symbolic of the sun and Mihr (2013: 5), although he does not
cite a specific textual source. Nevertheless, based on Yast 6, we know that the sun is praised as “immortal, swift-horsed”
(Yt. 6.1-7).

59. The spiritual divinities reside on the Sun Level, while Garodman serves as the dwelling place of the Amahraspands
(see: RP. 65).

60. If the soul is righteous, its reward will be to return home in the company of the gods, just as a warrior, after the

battle is over, returns with his commander to the court of the prince (WZ. 30.33-34).
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